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Abstract 
Having served as the center of Islamic preaching in the early-twentieth-century Java, the Kauman village of Yogyakarta 
preserves its brand as an Islamic village. It was where the first Indonesia’s Islamic movement, the Muhammadiyah (1912), and 
its female wing, the ‘Aisyiyah (1922), were founded, developing into national and even international levels, and surviving until 
today. This paper investigates the use of the Islamic gender ideology in maintaining the Kauman’s branding as an Islamic village, 
and how women have been involved as members of the Islamic organizations and the community and participate themselves in 
the attempt to maintain the village’s image as an Islamic village. The research finds that the hijab practice is central to the place-
branding. It shows that the prevailing Islamic definition of gender differences is constructed, distributed, and imposed through 
the ‘Aisyiyah’s recommendation of the hijab (the Islamic veiling) throughout the community in support of the place-branding.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
“Kauman that I know today is no longer Islamic. Women, especially newcomers, do not feel obliged to cover 
their head with the hijab when they leave their home. This is different from the old days…,” Bu Khadijah muttered 
in my interview with her. Bu Khadijah (b. 1951) is a native resident of Kauman. She has served for the community 
through teaching children and other women reading the Quran since she was in elementary school. She was not the 
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only one who complained about the Kauman women’s less “Islamic” appearance. During my eleven-month 
ethnographic fieldwork in the village, a number of women, particularly those who were active members of the 
‘Aisyiyah organization and active attendees of the mosques and women’s Quranic learning groups, spoke a similar 
concern. They were worried about moral degradation occurring in the community, which was reflected in the hijab 
abandonment by village women. 
I am interested in investigating the political meaning that the hijab (the Islamic veiling) contains and how it, as 
part of the Islamic gender ideology, has served to shape and maintain the place branding in Kauman. My article 
further examines how the women of Kauman have participated in the attempt to maintain the village’s image as an 
Islamic village. 
In researching the meaning of the hijab and identity preservation in Kauman village, I employed ethnographic 
approach to allow me to reveal meanings of the social constructs (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983) through 
observations of their routine life, in which values are reflected and oftentimes are tacitly embraced in everyday life, 
and interviews to listen to women’s voice (Reinharz, 1983). By selecting ethnographic approach, I seek to answer 
questions of how spatial and social practices in the Kauman village are created and given meaning. Helping to 
capture and describe both what the participants are doing and what the activities mean to them, it enables me to 
access more nuanced data through intensive interactions with the participants, thus helps to understand their own 
perspectives on their world. It also allows me to build a knowledge of Islamic feminism from within and to 
understand the way Muslim women and men construct cultural frameworks, according to which social spaces are 
produced. I interviewed 17 (seventeen) active members of the ‘Aisyiyah organization and 3 (three) notable men, 
most of whom also served as the committee members of the village’s mosques, to probe their understanding of the 
hijab practice and the village branding as an Islamic village. I also conducted place-centered observation to capture 
activities occurring in the Kauman village in various settings and the meanings embedded in them in relation to the 
formation and maintenance of the place branding. I observed the daily life in the village, the ‘Aisyiyah’s activities 
and meetings, and the activities at the mosques, comprising Masjid Gedhe Kauman (b. 1773), Musalla ‘Aisyiyah (b. 
1922), and Musalla Ar-Rosyad (b. 1951). The main reason to select these mosques is their significance as centers of 
the village’s religious and social activities, in relation to women’s social engagement. Masjid Gedhe Kauman is 
among the first mosques on the island that provides women with a prayer space (1839), while both Musalla 
‘Aisyiyah and Musalla Ar-Rosyad are exclusively built for women and have become centers of women’s social and 
religious activities until today. These mosques are closely connected to the establishment of the Indonesian first 
modern Islamic movements, the Muhammadiyah (1912) by Ahmad Dahlan (1868-1923) and its female wing, the 
‘Aisyiyah organization (1917) by him and his wife, Siti Walidah (1872-1946). Both organizations struggle for 
Islamic purification, including the recall for women’s education, in the syncretic and traditional Islamic practices in 
Java in the early twentieth century and are among the largest Muslim organizations in Indonesia today. 
2. The Kauman of Yogyakarta, the Islamic Village 
The Kauman Village is an urban village with an area of 192,000 square meters located at the west of the historic 
north city square (Alun-Alun Lor) in the heart of Yogyakarta city. With approximately 2,845 people, 52.3% of who 
are female, reside in the village, Kauman is a high-density settlement. Providing early evidence for the 
establishment of Islam in Indonesia, the village is historically important in the establishment of Yogyakarta Islamic 
Sultanate (1755) as a new Islamic center in inland Java (Budi, 2005; Wiryomartono, 2009). Such Islamic settlements 
are typically found in several coastal ports in Java and Sumatera island, and they served as sultanate capital cities in 
the pre-independence era (before 1945). Like the other kaumans, the Yogyakarta Kauman neighborhood compound 
was once reserved for the Sultanate religious officials, the prayer leaders, and the mosque attendants of Masjid 
Gedhe Kauman as well as their families. The native Kauman residents were for this reason united by religious 
background, kinship, and their positions as royal religious servants (Darban, 2000). Beginning in 1926, the status of 
the lots, except for the Sultanate religious office (Dalem Pengulon) at the north of Masjid Gedhe Kauman, was 
transferred from sultan’s temporary land grant to the officials and servants’ ownership. After that, the lands were 
fully owned by the officials and servants who had the right to sell the lots (Darban, 2000). This affected the land use 
in Kauman because suddenly land could be sold to people outside the formerly exclusive community. Kauman is 
also well known for providing Islamic dormitories affiliated to the Muhammadiyah organization and the Ar-Rosyad 
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Foundation, as well as an Islamic kindergarten and Islamic elementary schools affiliated with the Muhammadiyah 
and ‘Aisyiyah organizations. Additionally, more and more residents rent out their rooms to students and outsiders. 
As a result, the Kauman village has now become a more diverse settlement, inhabited by both indigenous residents 
and newcomers (Triatmodjo, 2010). Today, with more than 95% of its inhabitants Muslims, Kauman is well known 
as an Islamic village. 
 
Fig. 1. The Kauman village, its community mosques, and other important buildings. 
The word kauman is an abbreviation of the Javanese word pakauman or the residence of the kaum—from the 
Arabic word qawm(-uddin)—to denote the upholders of Islam. The late-eighteenth-century royal chronicle Babad 
Kraton depicts the kaum as people “who dressed in white” (Ricklefs, 2006). Upon his visit in the early 1930s, G.F. 
Pijper (1934) reported that the palace’s regulations stipulated that Kauman was restricted to Muslim inhabitants. He 
wrote that Kauman was a place where pious people and devout Muslims lived. The naming of the village reflected 
the sultan’s intention to incorporate Islam into his power and to control Islam under his authority.  
What Pijper (1934) observed could be still perceived in my recent fieldwork. The Islamic atmosphere—defined 
as a place or context where Islamic symbols are visibly materialized—is apparent in the proliferation of sites for 
prayer. In addition to the majestic Masjid Gedhe Kauman, there are seven small community mosques 
(langgar/musalla) in the village: Musalla ‘Aisyiyah (1922), Musalla Ar-Rosyad (1951), Langgar Makmur, Musalla 
As-Salam, Langgar Adz-Dzakkirin, Langgar Fakih, and Langgar Kyai Haji Ahmad Dahlan (1890). Musalla 
‘Aisyiyah and Musalla Ar-Rosyad are built for the ease of women. Except for Langgar Fakih, which was used for 
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children’s Quranic study but is now vacant, Langgar As-Salam and Langgar Adz-Dzakkirin, which are currently 
used merely for children’s Quranic study groups and occasional adult religious studies, the other mosques are used 
for the daily five prayers and regular Islamic lectures. During the daily five prayer times, all of the mosques, except 
the women’s mosques, broadcast the calls to prayer throughout the village and its surroundings through electronic 
speakers. At prayer times, worshippers with their prayer attire—prayer robes for women and sarongs or trousers and 
prayer caps for men—flock to the nearest mosque for congregational prayers. During the holy month of Ramadan, 
the frequency of Islamic lectures in all these mosques increases to two or three times a day. Believing that Ramadan 
is the time when worship is most rewarded, people spend more time at the mosque during this month for learning 
the Quran, listening to Islamic teachings, and praying.  
Under the ‘Aisyiyah organization, the Kauman women are actively engaged in the village-wide women’s Islamic 
lectures, which are taught by Muhammadiyah and ‘Aisyiyah scholars. Compared to men’s study group (Tadarus 
Safari) that meets only once a week, women have numerous Islamic study groups (pengajian) that are conducted on 
every day of the week. Additionally, the ‘Aisyiyah women also initiate a charity, for example, after the eruption of 
nearby Mount Merapi in October 2010 when the affected community needed immediate food, clothes, and services. 
Under the ‘Aisyiyah and Muhammadiyah movements, Kauman appears to maintain its image as an Islamic village 
where Muslim norms and Islamic symbols and way of life are manifest in both its religious facilities and the social 
life. Having served as the home to the Islamic organizations, it is also well known as a Muhammadiyah village. 
3. Hijab: The Islamic Tradition and the Branding of the Islamic Village 
The tradition of veiling has existed long before the rise of Islam in the seventh-century Arab peninsula. The pre-
Islamic Sasanian tradition (224-640) imposed veiling on middle-class women to distinguish them from lower class 
women. Inherited from such a tradition, as Leila Ahmed (1992) shows, the veil became a sign of a women’s sexual 
availability and at the same time of their status under male protection during the early establishment of Islam. 
Several accounts narrate that the imposition of the veil had been encouraged by ‘Umar ibn Khattab, one of the 
Prophet’s companions who was later served as the caliph (634-644) upon the death of the Prophet and his successor, 
Abu Bakr As-Sidiq (632-634). While some pre-Islamic traditions were carried forward, the newly established 
community attempted to distance and differ itself from the past and other non-Muslims, and one such strategy was 
through women’s clothing. Scholars have variously attributed the concept of hijab as a requirement imposed on 
Muslim women to maintain their distinct differences from men, a symbol to preserve Muslim identity, or a field of 
political contestation in the confrontation with the West (Ahmed, 1992; Haddad et al., 2006; Hoffman, 1998; 
Hoffman-Ladd, 1987; Mernissi, 2006; Moallem, 2005; Scott, 2007). Accordingly, the veil is viewed as both a sign 
and a barrier supposedly used to prevent molestation and sexual temptation.  
Since the early twentieth century, the concept of Islamic modesty has not been new to Kauman residents, the 
majority of whom were knowledgeable in Islam, but the practice of veiling was still limited to old pious women and 
those who had performed pilgrimage (hajj). It was perceived as “too Arab” previously, until the ‘Aisyiyah and the 
Muhammadiyah, through its magazine, promoted the practice as a salutary part of Islamic religious practice. In her 
speech in the first Women’s Congress in Yogyakarta in December 1928, Siti Munjiyah (of the ‘Aisyiyah delegation) 
proudly promoted her hijab as mandatory clothing in Islam (Mu'arif and Setyowati, 2011). In fact, Dahlan and 
Walidah had begun recommending the practice since 1914 when they initiated a girl’s school in Kauman. Although 
Islamic law requires the practice only after a girl began her menstruation, Dahlan and Walidah taught the girls to 
cover their ‘awra in order to inculcate their sense of shame and modesty at young age. As I have argued elsewhere, 
veiling had been employed by Dahlan and Walidah as a strategy to allow girls and women to leave their domestic 
seclusion, to get education, and to participate in the public space (Aryanti, 2013). In so doing, Dahlan and Walidah 
showed the girls’ parents that their daughters would preserve their modesty, which was also required in Javanese 
tradition, and thus be safe from molestation when they left home for school. Different from the Western education 
that the early twentieth-century Javanese people apparently confronted because of their fear of liberal ideas, the 
education that the ‘Aisyiyah brought to the Muslim girls and women aimed at shaping well-educated, pious 
Javanese women. The teaching of modesty and the recommendation of the hijab, while preserving the traditional 
clothing, was therefore a strategy to distance themselves from both the traditional Javanese culture and Western 
modernity, in addition to reinforcing sex segregation.  
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Brenner’s study (1996) shows that it was only several decades after the first ‘Aisyiyah’s recommendation for 
veiling that Javanese women began to practice it enthusiastically as a sign of piety improvement. Today, the hijab 
becomes more popular among both young and old people in Yogyakarta and other Indonesian cities. Different from 
other places in Indonesia, Kauman has been well known for its veiled women particularly upon the establishment of 
the ‘Aisyiyah organization in 1917. Bu Zahra, the organization’s prominent scholar, recalled her college years at the 
end of the 1950s when she and her sister were the only students who wore the hijab over the traditional Javanese 
jarik (a long and tight batik skirt) and kebaya (a close-fitting blouse). A Dutch visiting professor was so impressed 
by her appearance that he took her picture and asked about her hijab. Bu Zahra replied to him: “Firstly, this is what 
my religion embraces; women have to cover their ‘awra. Secondly, I preserve Indonesian traditional culture: 
wearing jarik and kebaya, and cover my hair with the headscarf.” 
 
Fig. 2. The Kauman residents in a public morning walk held by the Muhammadiyah organization. 
The hijab has also set a boundary in the village. Another participant, Bu Khadijah, was told by her mother that in 
the 1950s, all women of Kauman wore the hijab: “My mother once told me that those who did not wear it on daily 
basis felt awkward to enter the village without their hijab.” Kauman in those years was even well known for the 
crochet headscarves produced and worn by the village women. Thus in the early years of the ‘Aisyiyah 
establishment, Muslim women’s attire in Kauman reflected the incorporation of Islam and the pre-existing Javanese 
culture. More specifically, it also constructed the village’s identity as an Islamic village.  
Almost a century after the establishment of the ‘Aisyiyah, veiling grew into a public issue in the village 
particularly as more and more people migrated there. In 2010, the Kauman organization’s branch distributed flyers 
calling that woman adheres to modest Islamic clothing in Kauman. Posted on the village announcement boards, the 
women’s mosques, and on the door to the women’s washing pool at Masjid Gedhe, the flyers were forms of the 
‘Aisyiyah’s claim of the Kauman public space so as to constitute what they defined as “Islamic” public space, where 
women should dress modestly according to the organization’s definition.  
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Fig. 3. The cover of the Suara 'Aisyiyah magazine of 1932 showing the organization's recommendation of Javanese Muslim women's clothing. 
Source: Suara Muhammadiyah, 1932. 
The women’s washing pool (Fig. 3) received particular attention from the committee members because it was 
mainly used by homeless women, most of whom never visited the mosque for prayer or attending the Islamic 
teachings. The chair of the mosque board, Pak Budi, explained that while following the sultan’s mandate to open the 
mosque complex for the public, the mosque board intended to control non-worshippers’ access to the mosque 
complex. He and other committee members often felt discomfort seeing women’s “un-Islamic appearance” in the 
mosque compound, even though those women entered only through the rear of the compound. In line with what Pak 
Budi explained, Bu Mus (of the committee of the women’s affairs) said that as homeless women sometimes 
appeared in their “improper” clothing, leaving their shoulders uncovered, she and other members supported the 
‘Aisyiyah’s flyer’s recommendation of modesty.  
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Fig. 4. The women's washing pool at the south side of Masjid Gedhe Kauman. 
For some Kauman women, the hijab seemed to be associated only with explicitly Islamic activities. Despite 
wearing the hijab in the pengajian (Islamic study group), they often left their home without it for mingling with 
neighbors or shopping at nearby vegetable stalls because they were well acquainted with the neighbors. Bu Titik 
Fahmi, the local ‘Aisyiyah chair said: “The ‘Aisyiyah branch expects women to wear their hijab every time they 
leave their home, even it is only to shop at the vegetable stall. They always dress and cover their body and hair 
neatly when they attend the pengajian, but some of them just leave their hijab home when they linger with the 
neighbors. This is not what Islam asks us to do.” In a meeting, the chair of the sub-district branch expressed her 
concern about women’s clothing in Kauman, as an Islamic village, and urged Bu Titik in her capacity as chair of the 
local branch to insist upon the hijab among Kauman women. Recommending the hijab, Bu Titik, and other 
‘Aisyiyah committee members set a signifier of a girl’s reaching of maturity by urging that menstruating girls 
should begin veiling. This demonstrates that in addition to expressing piety, for some women who do not embrace it 
on daily basis, wearing the hijab is an indication of being in a space where they feel comfortable and protected, 
despite the presence of close non-mahram males. For them, the veil (or rather its absence) marked not a domestic-
public boundary, but a sense of familiarity and trust with people that they encounter. For those who practice veiling 
in the “correct manner” as expected by the ‘Aisyiyah, the veil does mark the segregation from non-mahram males or 
trusted females, and in fact many of them wore hijab when receiving female guests in their house. Some of my 
female participants did this on my first visit to their home but once we began to meet each other at the mosques, 
they no longer wore their hijab when I visited their home.  
Today, more and more women in the Javanese public space put on the hijab. Because in the 1980s many parents 
refused to let their daughters adopt hijab, it has become less of an issue, and thus there is less confrontation between 
opposing points of view regarding the hijab. In addition, there has been an increasing interest among designers in 
creating fashionable hijab and Muslim clothing in Indonesia, and this encourages more women to veil. However, 
there were still numerous Kauman women, specifically those who were newcomers and rarely attended the 
mosques, who did not veil. In addition, some of them often appeared in the Kauman public space in their shorts or 
tight and sleeveless blouses. This has been a source of concern for the ‘Aisyiyah board members because they found 
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that kind of public sight inappropriate for a community called an Islamic village. Again, the hijab appears as a 
signifier for a settlement labeled as Islamic. While it is also an expression of piety, it also has this other significance.  
In Kauman, the meanings of the veil evolved and have been contested among the residents, including the women 
themselves, through time. In Dahlan and Walidah’s time, the hijab served as a device to cover women’s sexuality in 
lieu of walls and to shift meaning of modesty from the absence of the body (by being secluded in the domestic 
sphere and excluded from public education) to the concealment of it. The recommendation of veiling for the 
‘Aisyiyah women was a requirement and expectation that women were asked to fulfill in order to enter the public 
space. Covering a woman’s body and concealing her sexuality, the veil marks a presence in what Mernissi labels as 
the “male space” without her being visible (Mernissi, 1987). In the early establishment of the ‘Muhammadiyah and 
‘Aisyiyah organizations, the hijab was intended as a “signifier” of the Javanese Muslim’s resistance against the 
Western, “infidel,” Dutch colonizer’s domination. While on the one hand, the Muhammadiyah and the ‘Aisyiyah 
claimed it in principle as a “pure” Islamic practice, they had to adapt the headscarf to cover the women’s hair as well 
as the Javanese long-sleeved close-fitting blouse and the long and tight batik skirt. This way, both organizations 
espoused what they defined as “Islamic women’s development” instead of the Western “women’s freedom” (M.J.A., 
1924). Thus, the hijab, along with the women’s public appearance and their participation in education, marked the 
“modern” Javanese Muslim’s identity. It has been utilized as an index of modernity.  
The recommendation of the hijab practice among women in the Kauman public space demonstrates the 
“differential space” that is produced by the community to shape its identity. This also proves that space is not natural 
and is particular because every society produces its space (Lefebvre, 1991). Architecture is shaped by social, 
political, and economic forces and values embodied in the forms, the processes of the construction, and the way it is 
occupied (Leach, 1997; Weisman, 1994). The recommendation of hijab, as shown in Kauman, embodies gender 
symbols and sustain gender differences embraced by society. Not only does such a symbol live in conceptual space 
but also materialized in real space. It works as a representation of the so-called Islamic village. 
4. Conclusion 
The hijab practice in Kauman has contained political meanings since its very first recommendation in the early 
twenty century by Ahmad Dahlan and Siti Walidah. It constantly shows the community’s reading of Islamic law, 
particularly that related to women’s appearance in the public space, to affirm its identity. In the pre-independence 
era, it was a way to differ itself from the Javanese non-pious community and later was utilized as a strategy to allow 
women’s access to education and the public space while distancing itself from the Western culture. In the present 
day, as the village becomes more and more open to outsiders, women’s practice of veiling is maintained to be the 
village’s identity as an Islamic community. For the ‘Aisyiyah and Masjid Gedhe Kauman committee members, the 
hijab was more than a religious practice. It is a signifier of the Javanese Muslim’s so-called “Islamic” public space 
and the way it is defined by the prominent community members. The utilization of the hijab as part of the 
representation of what they define as Islamic public space. 
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